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The connection between ideas of social reform and strategies of  urban management is 
evident throughout the history of the city.  The intensification of populations in urban areas places 
great demands on resources that require careful planning and management, urban living and 
planning also render transparent social and economic difference and disadvantage among citizens. 
This article charts the ways in which social reform agendas have been integral to urban planning, 
particularly since the origin of mass urbanisation and industrialisation in Europe in the nineteenth 
century. The development of urban planning and the provision of a comprehensive infrastructure 
occurred during this period, informing Australian approaches to planning today. A somewhat 
straitened and paternalistic Victorian morality underpinned approaches to urban poverty and 
housing in the nineteenth century, impacting upon the way the provision of resources was 
determined and distributed. This article examines the ways in which housing and homelessness 
are treated as problems of urban disorder, firstly through an overview of the origins of 
governmental provisioning for the urban poor, and the attenuant discourses surrounding the 
problem. By contrast, a study of two projects in Brisbane, focussed upon groups of homeless 
people in inner city precincts, looks at  contemporary approaches to homelessness. Governmental 
strategies, community attitudes and media discourse reveal the tensions and ambivalence towards 
the notion of the contemporary city as an inclusive one.    
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Ideas about social and civic cohesion and development — about the nature of citizenship 
— are articulated through policies and programs of urban planning, and are manifest in different 
ways at different times. Over a century since the initiation of formal urban planning, and in the 
recast spaces of the twenty-first century city, what framework has informed attitudes towards and 
policies for the homeless? Today, urban planning is frequently expressed through a rubric of 
‘livability’, a catch-all term that covers an increasingly wide range of policies and programs. The 
contemporary city is pitched as inclusive, diverse, and liveable, but how do these concepts 
measure up for marginalised and homeless citizens?  
 
Historical imprints 
One of the key distinctions of nineteenth-century industrialisation was that it produced a 
transformation in ways of living, from a rural existence, to an urban one. The former was bound 
by the cycles of nature, and by a smaller community of people usually known to each through 
generational connection. The city, by contrast, removed from the country’s natural rhythms, is an 
environment in which one lives in close proximity with strangers: ‘to live in a city is to live in 
community of people who are strangers to one another’.1 Much literature on the city elaborates on 
the ways in which social relations are predicated upon difference and negotiation, grounded and 
produced by the spatial relations of the urban environment. Writers have investigated the ways in 
which this condition of urbanity produces a particular type of.  A greater tolerance of others, and 
a greater sense of freedom that anonymity brings are common enough tropes, often pitted in 
opposition to the depiction of rural living as parochial and insular. As a locus of diversity, 
however, there is no concealing the city’s social inequities, and this can produce the corollary to 
tolerance: fear and anxiety. The highly visible problems of poverty, overcrowding, inadequate 
sewerage, and housing in the nineteenth century city created something of a moral panic; 
although there was an enchantment with the new spaces of the city which ran in tandem to this 
 3 
panic, urban disorder became a leitmotif of the time. Organisations and authorities became 
galvanised and responded with policies, programs, and resources, which also took into account 
the needs of the poor and infirm. Benevolent and religious organisations played a key role in the 
development of provision for the disadvantaged. 
Also during this period, the great public institutions of state-governed art galleries, 
museums, theatres, and civic amenities such as botanical gardens and parklands were established 
as essential institutions and facilities of metropolitan development. As instruments of 
benevolence, they remain fundamental amenities for the enjoyment and pleasure and the 
edification of citizens in cities today. For in the spirit of giving, there is often the expectation of 
return, and these institutions provided an educative and civilising function, particularly for the 
uneducated, working class population. In a similar ethos, the type of infrastructure in cities today 
– its boardwalks, walking and bicycle tracks — create pleasant new areas of public space, but 
they are also resources which promote the well-being of a population.  
According to Donald and others, the desire to ‘get the city right’,2 whether articulated 
through the lens of livability or through social reform agendas, was as much about producing the 
right kind of citizen and model forms of citizenship, as it was about a pragmatic provision of 
infrastructure. The idea that the built environment has the capacity to shape the citizen is an ethos 
that has dominated the history of the city. Urban historian Lewis Mumford charts this idea back 
to ancient Athens, where the connection between the city and the civilising virtues inherent in a 
city’s infrastructure were seen to encourage both cultural and social development3 Here the city 
constituted a framework of nurturing surroundings: the gymnasium, the theatre, musical and 
dancing festivals, and the marketplace were all features of Athenian life. The virtues assumed 
inherent in culture, it was believed, would improve the ethical formation of the citizen. In this 
scheme the city becomes the crucible for the social, spiritual, political, cultural, and psychological 
health of a community,
4
 an enduring premise that planning’s failures have not dampened. 
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While industrialisation of the nineteenth century produced new forms of wealth and 
opportunity, it also produced social upheaval among the working poor as a result of massive 
increases in urban populations. The crisis of inadequate housing, infant mortality, poor sanitation, 
and poverty, particularly in the rapidly-expanding European cities of London, Paris, and Berlin is 
notorious and well documented in writings of the time.
5
 In these cities, Christian philanthropic 
organisations, such as The Society of St Vincent de Paul in Paris in 1833
6
 and the Salvation Army 
in London in 1865, were established to assist the working poor
7
. The secular Fabian Society, 
informed by Charles Booth’s research into London’s poor, was founded in the same period of 
urban growth in London in 1884 and was committed to gradual social reform.
8
 Several of its 
founding members were eventually elected to the newly-established London County Council, a 
breakthrough in democratic governance and representation at local level which had the additional 
and more comprehensive mandate for housing, transport, and welfare.
9
 Meanwhile, on the other 
side of the world, the Methodist’s Wesley Mission was formed in Sydney in 1812: it focused on 
social justice and evangelism for the poor and needy of Sydney. A century later, the Brotherhood 
of St Laurence was founded in Newcastle, Australia, but it soon relocated to Melbourne to help 
the disadvantaged in Fitzroy in 1933 during the time of the Great Depression.
10
  
During this period, new strategies for studying and surveying the population were 
developed to address the problems of urban expansion. Based on Enlightenment ideals of 
scientific reason and order, urban researchers used the new disciplinary techniques of 
anthropology, sociology, geography, economics, and psychology to understand urban citizens and 
their social characteristics. Surveys conducted in London documented the lives of the working 
poor to determine their needs, which despite the objectivity of the newly developed scientific 
approach, were couched in a discourse of morality, raising questions around class, community, 
and lifestyle.
11
 Sanitary conditions of people were documented in the surveys of William 
Mayhew and Charles Booth, and were linked to an anthropology of ‘hidden tribes’ and ‘denizens’ 
of London’s back streets to determine the moral effects on the family life and culture of the 
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working-class poor. Mayhew’s studies in the 1850s and1860s presented a social and moral map 
of the city and city life in which ways of regulating society in the new metropolis would be best 
understood by studying those who stood outside the accepted pattern of middle-class life 
12
 
People surveyed were categorised into a typology of urban dwellers in which those who Mayhew 
felt reflected regressive effects of overcrowded and unregulated cities - street sellers, performers, 
artisans, prostitutes, and thieves were people - were labelled ‘nomads’.13 Such traits were so 
exaggerated and so infused with a Victorian moral sensibility that the nomad becomes almost a 
distinct race: ‘Their most remarkable trait was their extraordinary licentiousness, an extreme 
animal fondness for the opposite sex, a marked precocity, sexual and reproductive’ 14. Mayhew’s 
was not just an idiosyncratic concern, but a popular and increasingly fevered discourse evident in 
all sorts of writings of the time.
15
 Booth’s survey of East London identified that thirty-five 
percent of the city’s population were poor; his research enabled him to identify the economic 
inequities that drove people into lives of desperation. Nonetheless, understanding the causes of 
poverty did not prevent Booth from observing that some urban types were ‘barbarians … almost 
incapable of self improvement’.16  
Echoes of this urban typology of mental and physical characteristics in which citizens 
were depicted as a degenerate product of the metropolis is also found in the literature on other 
cities, such as New York and Berlin, which were undergoing similar expansion to London in the 
late nineteenth century. Such ambivalence and antipathy towards metropolitan conditions 
became, according to Hall, manifest in two great fears of the time: the city and the body. Once 
these two threats were conflated, the metropolis discursively emerged as a contagion: ‘a kind of 
parasite on the body of the nation’ which yielded such florid descriptions of city life as being 
‘pestilential to the morals, health and liberties of men’.17 But the anxiety aroused by urban 
expansion and transformation was symptomatic of a greater concern — a middle-class discomfort 
with the shifting and unstable boundaries between social classes. Here, criminality became a 
motif for the immoderate habits of the working class in the same way in which a preoccupation 
 6 
with prostitution and female sexuality reflected an anxiety about unstable boundaries around 
gender and the phenomenon of women unleashed in the more public environment of the 
metropolis.
18
 The metropolis is a leitmotif of disorder, pitted in sharp contrast to the old rhythms 
of pastoral life with its connection to natural cycles and the land — and to a stable social order.  
In Britain, the 1885 Royal Commission on the Housing of the Working Classes evolved 
from this ferment and eventually resulted in municipal reform and local democracy and the 
establishment of Britain’s Welfare State.19 The mechanisms of local democracy enabled the more 
effective planning, allocation, and distribution of urban resources. Land use was zoned and 
rationalised, measures designed to promote equality, economic growth, and to ensure the well 
being of metropolitan citizens.
20
 By the turn of the century the city was understood as a crucible 
for both social reform and the planning and provision of infrastructure.  
Although Australian cities didn’t endure the intensity of population increases of 
European cities in the nineteenth century, the same types of problems were nonetheless prevalent. 
Child mortality rates, social inequities, and health issues such and overcrowding, particularly with 
the surge of migration during the gold rushes, were common.
21
 Just as individuals took up the 
mantle of social reform in European cities, so too did a number of people in Australia. Australian 
urban planning and development occurred during the period of British colonisation, and were 
informed by the same Enlightenment values as those governing the management of British cities. 
In Australia, rational and organising principles were applied to urban management, with a belief 
that the right environment would help to cultivate civilising qualities in urban citizens.
22
 Certain 
individuals who took an interest in the developments of the colony’s cities used statistical surveys 
to map the inhabitants of Sydney and Melbourne, highlighting the need for urban reform. For 
William Stanley Jevons, a Sydney based chemist, the surveys of Mayhew in London were an 
inspiration. A prolific writer and keen observer, Jevons undertook a study of Australian towns 
and their social characteristics, a study which was to become something of a blueprint for later 
survey work.
23
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It took some time to address the problems of urban reform in Australian cities, partly due to 
the government’s reluctance to tighten up the regulations around private building activity and to 
provide necessary infrastructure such as sewerage and waste disposal. By the late 1890s, 
however, reforms were well underway.
24
 Despite this, Robert Freestone points out that by the 
beginning of the twentieth century Australian cities came under fire from critics in architectural 
and artistic circles. Lacking the grand vistas, architectural squares, or open space systems of 
European cities, Australian cities were criticised for their ugliness and lack of civic pride. This 
critique formed part of a growing international movement that gained most prominence in 
America and in the colonial cities of the British Empire.
25
 Although principally concerned with 
the aesthetic enhancement of cities, the ideology of the City Beautiful Movement, as it became 
known, constituted many of the principles that have guided urban planners and reformers for 
centuries. As Freestone observes, aesthetic enhancement was seen to target ‘somewhat more 
nebulously … nationalism, citizenship, social cohesion and quality of life’.26  
Social reform through urban planning was an endeavour pursued into the twentieth century, 
most notably through the work of social visionary Ebenezer Howard in Britain. Howard’s vision 
for urban reform was radical. His 1902  book, Garden Cities of Tomorrow, contained a blueprint 
for equality and economic growth based on principles of spatial organisation, but his blueprint 
called for more than this. Howard advocated a complete reconstruction of capitalist society 
towards a model in which self-governing communities form part of a co-operative 
commonwealth.
27
 Towns built in the centre of a girdle of open and agricultural land, which was 
farmed for self-sufficient use, and in which the land remained the property of the community, 
would provide a working model for democracy to flourish. Elements of the Garden City concept 
can be seen in many developments throughout the world: Howard’s vision had a strong influence 
on modern planning.
28
 In contrast, Swiss architect Le Corbusier’s plan for social reform through 
urban design, developed in his 1933 book The Radiant City, is testament to just how awry 
reformist attempts through planning can go.  
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 Corbusier’s model involved the segregation of classes, with blue-collar workers housed 
in high-rise accommodation amidst belts of parkland, and professionals housed in smaller low-
rise, more luxurious complexes. His vision of ‘social democratic’ forms of urban living, taken up 
in part many years later, in reality proved to be quite the opposite and had the effect of 
exacerbating social inequality. In post world war two reconstruction, the London City Council’s 
solution to public housing was to build 384 high-rise tower blocks similar to those depicted in 
The Radiant City, a trend replicated in many other cities including Sydney and Melbourne. Often 
hurriedly built, lacking in amenities and community, it was not long before these blocks became 
sites of urban derogation and decay. As urban historian Peter Hall notes, ‘they leaked … they 
blew up, the lifts didn’t work, children vandalised them and old ladies lived in fear.’29 The kinds 
of social crises that this type of housing solution produced reinforced the city’s reputation as a 
dystopia populated by alienated and lawless citizens in an alienating and artificial wasteland. In 
spite of the best intentions of planners and a counter-vision of enchantment with the city,
30
 the 
idea of the metropolis as a dystopian landscape has been an enduring one. From Genesis’s Sodom 
and Gomorrah, and later in the novels of Dickens and Poe, in Eliot’s ‘The Wasteland’, in film 
from Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1924) to Ridley Scott’s bleak vision of a futuristic Los Angeles in 
Blade Runner (1983), the city is depicted as the locus and incubator in which the dark forces of 
humanity flourish. In such an unstable and threatening environment, tolerance to difference is 
diminished, and fear of the other is heightened. Literary and media representations of the city 
operate in a cycle of production and reproduction: representing our dreams and fears, they also 
inform our responses to place. 
 
A city transformed 
 As a source of wonder, cities are as varied as any creativity displayed in 
 nature or in art museums. The neons of Tokyo are shamed by neither coral 
 reefs nor Abstract Expression. The tonal range of trees is more limited than 
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 those of concrete and bitumen. 
31
 
 
Things have changed in the contemporary city. Magazines, billboards, television, and 
film stories tout the virtues of cosmopolitan, inner-city living: the metropolis is represented as a 
mecca of entertainment and fun, a storehouse of creativity and the site of limitless opportunity. In 
television programs such as The Secret Life of Us and in the United States, Sex in the City, 
Seinfeld, and Friends, the city’s amenities such as its cafes, apartments, and restaurants provide 
the nurturing framework in which significant social networks are forged and intimacies 
exchanged.  
Culture in its many forms is the renewed zeitgeist of the city, and culture is frequently 
used to distinguish one city from another. Governments and entrepreneurs have been quick to 
seize culture’s economic and symbolic value, showcasing a city’s cultural assets, whether in the 
form of traditional cultural amenities – museums, theatres, and galleries – or the more broadly 
defined culture of general lifestyle amenity – lively precincts which are animated by restaurants, 
shops, cafes, clubs, and festivals. Yet parallel to the economic value of culture, and particularly in 
the new economy of the city, modes of power and value are often hidden and misrecognised, 
forming a symbolic hierarchy of inclusion and exclusion.
32
 Exercising its own forms of control in 
cities, culture can symbolise who belongs in specific places, and who doesn’t.33 The more 
upmarket consumer spaces of inner cities’ flourishing café and restaurant life whose style and 
décor circumscribe a desirable set of patron attributes and sensibilities is exclusive to many, 
particularly residents who don’t belong to the new economy of the city. And there are other ways 
of ameliorating the essential disorder of the city. Regulatory mechanisms are utilised in particular 
areas of ‘public’ space that are becoming increasingly privatised, the privately owned space of the 
shopping centre in particular. In these spaces, social inclusions and exclusions can be strategically 
inscribed in the policies of its owners, favouring the more affluent consumer and warding off 
those citizens who are judged a threat, or who merely have insufficient resources to be viable 
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consumers. In the area where I live for instance, the owner of the small privately-owned shopping 
centre removed the ‘public’ seating to ensure that pensioners, and those considered less desirable 
who occupied the seating, were discouraged from hanging around the centre. These patrons were 
typically the elderly or people whose demeanour clearly did not suggest the type of consumer the 
owner required. Dress codes implemented in shopping centres can be a less transparent form of 
exclusion. In the United States one such code prohibits patrons from wearing their clothing in 
ways ‘other than intended’, ensuring that management could evict groups of adolescent males 
who were defined by wearing their baseball caps back to front [Clearly, shopping centre owners’ 
fears and concerns do not reflect all of the views of the communities within which they operate; it 
falls to government and planners to handle the complex and difficult task of managing the 
competing interests of a range of community stakeholders. 
Under the rubric of liveability, diversity is promoted as an asset and typically celebrated 
in ethnic precincts evident in all major cities. But the city by definition is diverse, and has become 
ever more so with the current and increasing global movement of people. The need is not so much 
to showcase the superficial aspects of diversity, but rather to manage diversity. This is a difficult, 
perhaps impossible, task and beyond urban planning’s scope, because it is also about managing 
people’s fears and intolerances to difference. 
 
Public space: contested space 
 
 Race, class, and gender create overlapping patterns of differentiation -  
 invidious differentiation, for there is no doubt that the differences are  
 not simply ‘life-styles’ or ‘special needs’, but reflect positions in a hierarchy  
 of power and wealth in which some decide and others are decided for.
34
 
 
There are many interpretations of planning’s history as reformist, but there are other accounts, 
particularly from feminist and racially marginalised perspectives, which point to planning’s 
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mechanisms of social control.
35
 Yiftachel argues that the planning rhetoric of ‘renewal’ and 
‘regeneration’ can work to legitimate policies that result in the displacement of lower-income 
residents from gentrified inner-city areas. A discourse of regeneration can obscure or appease the 
regressive effects of policies which sanction ‘the use of public resources to benefit narrow 
property interests under the veil of … ‘economic growth’ or simply ‘orderly development’.36 The 
extent to which cities today are shaped by economic determinism, prioritising capital and citizens 
with consuming power, is a commonly-held view among many writers.
37
 The tensions between 
private sector interests and the interests of the ‘greater good’ are played out in the urban planning 
process. 
 Social inequity and homelessness remain features of Australian urban life. Homeless 
people sleep rough in parks, in doorways of buildings and in the streets of Australian cities. The 
spaces of the city are both social and contested, inscribing relations of power that can shift and 
change from day to night or over longer periods of time. Different groups of stakeholders lay 
claim to metropolitan parks, malls, shopping centres, and footpaths. For the homeless, public 
space is a vital resource critical to well-being and security. As this article has observed, many of 
the recast spaces of the city are consumer spaces: privately owned shopping centres, cafes, 
galleries, boutiques, style shops, and restaurants whose modes of consumption may be fiscally 
and culturally exclusionary to many lower income and marginalised residents. Livability for these 
groups of people has a different meaning than it does for the majority. ‘Getting the city right’ for 
the homeless and marginalised today suggests a depth of commitment to the city as truly 
inclusive. 
 
Living rough in Brisbane: two projects for the homeless 
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By definition, the quantification of homelessness is difficult, but in Australia the 
homeless population is estimated to be 105,000.
38
 There is significant literature on the subject that 
is beyond the scope of this paper, but it is important to acknowledge that definitions of 
homelessness vary according to cultural and social norms and experiences.
39
 A range of services 
and provisions recognises different types of homelessness: accommodation such as emergency, 
youth, and women’s refuges are provided for the short term episodic periods of need, while 
longer-term housing problems are resourced through public housing and affordable housing 
programs. Far greater knowledge and understanding of the causes of homelessness today has 
enabled government and benevolent agencies to respond in more nuanced ways and with a 
diverse array of supportive mechanisms, but these responses continue to be a complex problem. 
 Causes of homelessness are both structural and social, frequently precipitated by 
problems of unemployment, addiction, mental illness, and relationship/family breakdown. There 
is a minority too, who may choose to live out in the open for personal or cultural reasons. A 
group of Indigenous and non-Indigenous people who have a long association with parkland area 
at Kurilpa Point, Brisbane, in a somewhat isolated position on the fringe of South Bank, is a case 
in point. The group, many of whom live in the park, have come to the attention of local and State 
governments because of the construction and expansion of cultural facilities on land adjacent to 
the site inhabited by the group. South Bank is a cultural precinct accommodating the State’s key 
cultural institutions: its Art Gallery, Museum, Performing Arts Centres, and State Library. The 
construction of furthercultural facilities, comprising the Queensland government’s Millennium 
Arts Project - a new Gallery of Modern Art, and the redeveloped State Library, - is situated on 
land next to Kurilpa Point, and is impacting on the lives of the park’s inhabitants.  
 
Kurilpa Point has long been a meeting place for Aboriginal people and is significant to 
both the Turrbal and Jagera people. For decades, moreover, the parklands, the area under the 
William Jolly Bridge, and industrial areas of Kurilpa Point have provided shelter for many of 
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Brisbane’s homeless.40 On the periphery of an industrial precinct, the area provided a discrete site 
for the homeless, in public space that was under-utilised. In recognition of this, and in unstated 
anticipation of what might become a volatile situation caused by the intersection between the 
homeless and mainstream cultural consumers inhabiting the same space once construction is 
finished, local and state government agencies have intervened and initiated a project, ‘Footprints 
Along Kurilpa’. The project’s aim is twofold: to ‘engage homeless people in constructive ways 
that acknowledge, respect and raise public awareness of their needs, circumstances and their 
relationship to place’ and to ‘help improve public park environments as a safe place for all 
users’.41  
The users of the park can be roughly categorised in two main groups: the homeless, and 
non-homeless or mainstream users; the project attempts to service the needs of both. This is a 
difficult task and there are inherent tensions in this well-intentioned aim. On the one hand, the 
project is a validation of the homeless people’s rights to claim and use public space in ways that 
support their needs and lifestyle. On the other hand, there is the less explicit mission which 
foregrounds the needs of mainstream users of public space: an attempt to manage the behaviour 
of the homeless, who may be seen as unruly or threatening when effected by alcohol or drug use. 
Furthermore, even without the behavioural problems of addiction, the group may appear as 
threatening simply by occupying the park. In this way the issue becomes a larger one, it becomes 
an issue of managing perceptions and attitudes.  
Education and information strategies are a way of dealing with public perceptions: the 
project addresses this is with an oral history record which captures the stories of the homeless on 
video and in photographs to be exhibited in the new Gallery of Modern Art, adjacent to the 
parkland. This exhibit is a recognition of people’s relationship to place and aims to ‘improve 
understanding of the history and heritage of Kurilpa Point and its importance as a place for 
homeless people’.42 Oral histories, highlighting the extraordinary behind the ordinary in people’s 
lives, are a significant and popular forum, providing a voice for those excluded from traditional 
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historical accounts. Occasionally broadcast on television or radio, and now frequently a feature of 
the museum exhibition, they often touch the personal and affective in an audience. Oral histories 
are a form of social inclusion, and a significant action for those whose lives are marked by 
disadvantage and exclusion, but there is a slightly discomforting combination of the real and 
represented reality in the Footprints Along Kurilpa project. While the Kurilpa people’s oral 
histories will be viewed in the legitimised spaces of the museum, their lives remain precariously 
lived in the unsanctioned and therefore tenuous spaces of the park, just outside the museum’s 
door. The juxtaposition of the consuming space of the museum in which their lives are 
represented in a safe and non-threatening environment for museum patrons, and the spaces of the 
park just a stroll away, where their actual lives are lived, points to the inherent contradictions in 
policies of inclusion and diversity. Furthermore, the spatial juxtaposition of the lived reality of the 
group’s lives, and the represented reality of their lives almost side by side, recalls Baudrillard’s 
concept of simulacra, in which the real is in danger of becoming dislodged from meaning, and 
where both realities’ meanings may be collapsed or blurred. In a postmodern culture, in which 
images are abundant, redundant, and often unmoored from their original context and meaning, 
there is the potential for social entropy, and for the causes, conditions, and experience of 
homeless people to become depoliticised. 
However, there are also practical tactics which build upon a strategy already put in place 
to support the long-term park dwellers. In 2000, the Brisbane City Council installed a set of open 
storage spaces to protect the possessions of the park dwellers in a semi-discrete area. Another 
initiative involves the homeless in the design of landscaping and furniture to improve the safety, 
comfort, and accessibility for all users of the parkland. Designs were developed in conjunction 
with significant numbers of the homeless for tables that could double as beds and as additional 
shelters for sleeping. There are also tactics of concealment and discretion that work on a 
perceptual and practical level and which might go some way to address the needs of all users of 
the park. A proposed diversion of a pedestrian pathway, currently located close to park 
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inhabitants’ shelters, is mooted to be relocated closer to the river away from the temporary 
dwellings where the groups congregate.In addition, it is proposed to incorporate landscaping, 
screening off the area used by the homeless, providing them with privacy and diminishing the 
perception of danger for others.These are all small enough initiatives on their own, but together 
they become a significant instrument of social inclusion. At the time of writing it remains to be 
seen whether or not the initiatives will be implemented, but if they were it would demonstrate 
acceptance and support by authorities of the homeless people’s rights to use public space in this 
way. The acceptance and tolerance of the rest of the community might be the greater hurdle, as 
the undoing of another Brisbane based project for the homeless, The Homeless Shelter Trial, has 
demonstrated.  
 
The Homeless Shelter Trial 
While Footprints Along Kurilpa focussed on raising awareness of homelessness and 
meeting the needs of diverse groups of people in contested public space, a more comprehensive 
initiative of the Brisbane City Council (BCC), The Homeless Shelter Trial focussed on the causes 
of homelessness. The trial was established in 2000 for a group of homeless Indigenous people 
who occupied marginal areas of Brisbane’s popular New Farm Park. A range of cultural and 
social factors further complicates Indigenous homelessness, which is quantitatively and 
qualitatively different from non-Indigenous homelessness
43
 and which it is beyond the scope of 
this article to address. However, this particular group of people were homeless largely because 
they were unable to find accommodation in either private or public housing due to problems of 
addiction, offensive behaviour when intoxicated, and debt default. The trial was a response by 
Council to pressure from local residents and community groups to move the group out, due to 
noise, bad language, litter accumulation, and alcohol consumption.
44
 The BCC decided not to 
displace the group and not to move the problem somewhere else for a number of reasons. In 
recognition of the significance of public space for Indigenous people, and because the majority of 
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the homeless were suffering from addiction problems and requiring treatment, it was considered 
important to provide a stable environment in which they could be treated.
45
  
 After being shifted from a series of prominent areas in the park, the homeless group were 
located away from the more populated spaces to a less visible area at the edge of the park, well 
screened by a long row of Moreton Bay fig trees. It was considered important for the acceptance 
and comfort of the local community that the shelter be located away from mainstream users of the 
park. Council assistance included the provision of a shelter structure with tin roof, hessian 
screens, BBQ, portable toilets, tables, and benches. The Council worked closely with several 
community stakeholders to ensure a comprehensive set of support strategies and the provision of 
services. The homeless people, Aboriginal elders, representatives from Micah - a cross cultural 
drop in information and referral service - and the police were all consulted to help develop a set 
of ‘house’ rules, to identify the support services required, and to ensure that the police would drop 
in on a daily basis. According to deputy Lord Mayor of Brisbane, David Hinchliffe, during this 
time, two members of the group became self-appointed leaders, ensuring that the area was swept 
and cleanly maintained on a daily basis.(FN?) 
 The trial lasted for three months, and from the outset it became the focus of negative 
media attention, which deputy Lord Mayor David Hinchliffe argues was instrumental to the trial’s 
lack of public support and ultimate failure. A strident campaign to discredit the trial, rumoured to 
be initiated by local businesses, forecast dramatic drops in property values and mayhem in the 
streets.
46
 The trial rapidly became the target of inflammatory reports in the local media with 
Brisbane’s daily broadsheet The Courier Mail, describing the shelter as a ‘humpy town in our 
parks’and claiming that Council was providing the homeless with ‘Hilton style accommodation’[. 
This did not help to garner public support for the homeless people.
47
 These reports resonate with 
the discourse of moral panic associated with the nineteenth-century industrial city. Worse still, 
the entirely inaccurate suggestion of ‘Hilton style’ accommodation is indicative of a distortion of 
facts aimed at manipulating public perceptions of the trial. This response is underscored by a lack 
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of compassion which suggests that a community should not consider the needs of its more 
vulnerable citizens; a sensationalist response to a complex problem. But the trial did have its 
supporters, and throughout its three months, the local community remained divided with a fairly 
even share of both supporters and detractors
48
[ In the end, though, there was insufficient 
community support to sustain a longer-term occupation of the area by the homeless.  
 The trial also had positive outcome for the homeless people: the group reduced the 
number of days they drank during the period, there was a decrease in the number of incidents in 
the park, and public housing authorities waived their debts and found accommodation for most of 
them.
49
 The inhabitants were encouraged by the support they received and saw a number of 
positive attributes, including the opportunity to socialise and support one another, the provision of 
shower and toilets, and improved safety.
50
 Efforts to deal with homelessness, such as the 
Homeless Shelter Trial, understand the complexity and the enduring nature of homelessness. In 
this instance, it indicates willingness by government to tackle the difficult issue of the contested 
nature of public space: who has right to belong where. The trial also highlights the importance of 
managing not only the homeless in the contested spaces of the park, but also of managing public 
perceptions of homelessness. As happened in the case of the Homeless Shelter Trial, inaccurate 
and unsympathetic media reports of social issues can be instrumental to the success or failure of 
sensitive and contentious policies and programs. Unlike media reporting on the New Farm Park 
trial, local independent newspapers around Kurilpa Point, the Westender and Quest’s Southside 
News, have thus far been sensitive and supportive in their reporting of homelessness in the South 
Brisbane area.  
 But lack of support for social policies which impinge on people’s territorial claims, - such 
as a NIMBY ‘not in my back yard’ attitude in which temporary or publicly provided 
accommodation is perceived to downgrade a neighbourhood, or in some way impact negatively 
on homeowners - is not uncommon. The populist belief that ‘homeless people cause their own 
homelessness’ exists in the Australian urban community,51 and can work against tactics of reform. 
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Furthermore, the issue of homelessness for Indigenous people in Australia is a long-standing one 
and is part of the larger struggle of Indigenous people against what John Pilger refers to as 
Australia’s ‘unresolved apartheid’.52 
 
Conclusion 
Greater knowledge and understanding of homelessness have enabled authorities to 
respond in nuanced and strategic ways. In the case studies above, it is the Council who is leading 
the charge for tolerance and diversity. Community tolerance and acceptance of initiatives is 
critical to their longevity and are not something that is easily achieved. The mediated city, 
through images and narratives of film and television, form part of the social response to and 
perception of metropolitan life. Perceptions of danger or violence are often at odds with the 
likelihood of actual violence. It is the homeless who are most likely to be victims, either by 
homeless people acting violently towards each other, or non-homeless people acting violently 
towards the homeless.
53
 Violence against non-homeless by the homeless is the least likely 
scenario, but it is the fear that generates intolerance and anxiety.  
 Cities are places of diversity and encounter, of the unexpected and sometimes unwanted, 
and the balance of safety and unpredictability is an essential part of metropolitan living. The 
project of urban social reform is an enduring one, and small insurgencies and tactics of local 
democracy such as those outlined in this article demonstrate the resilience and capacity for 
innovation in cities and their people. To maintain and develop a civic ethos which is inclusive of 
all citizens - particularly the vulnerable - greater tolerance, compassion, and vigilance are 
required not just by policy makers, but by all citizens. 
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